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From Acolyte to Apocalypse:
Deﬁance vs. Conformity in Things Fall Apart

Zoë Kales and Ethan Marunde
HONR 102D–Visions of Paradise, Inc.
Spring 2022
Professor: Dr. Leslie R. James

Introduction
No community, or person, is perfect. In fact, that is why the search for paradise is ubiquitous in both literature and real life.
So, when the British colonize and destabilize the inevitably ﬂawed village of Umuoﬁa in Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart, two
camps form: those who defy the changes, and those who embrace them. To Okonkwo, the rise in “acolytes”—or followers—of the
new religion brought by the colonizers is on par with apocalypse. In this presentation, we ﬁrst detail the novel’s context, including
a history of colonization in Nigeria and the life of Chinua Achebe. Next, we examine Okonkwo’s motives before and after
colonization. Furthermore, Okonkwo’s complex character represents the struggle to ﬁnd one’s individual paradise amid the
opposing forces of tradition and colonization. Lastly, we outline the deﬁnitions of heroism in several cultures, in order to examine
the perspectives and biases that shape one’s understanding of heroes. Thereby, one can fully understand Okonkwo’s ﬂaws,
mistakes, and redeeming qualities.
Additionally, the temporal context of this presentation undoubtedly shapes its portrayal of paradise and heroism. At the
time of this presentation’s completion, the world has dealt with the COVID-19 pandemic for more than two years. However,
during these strenuous times, one can achieve a greater understanding of good, evil, and humankind itself. As mentioned later in
the presentation, both heroes and charlatans arise in tough times; great art and literature can arise as well. Achebe’s Things Fall
Apart is one strong example, a complex portrayal of colonized peoples’ struggles written just before Nigeria gained independence.
There will always exist another struggle for humankind to overcome, and perhaps this presentation can serve as a warning—and
source of hope—to future generations. Paradise and heroism have a multitude of deﬁnitions, not all of them correct. Ultimately, the
individual must determine what both of these concepts mean to them, while trying to ameliorate the issues that trouble society.
Key words: colonialism, heroism, tradition, paradise, Igbo, proselytism

“The Second Coming” by William Butler Yeats (1919)

“

This poem provides the namesake for Achebe’s Things Fall Apart.

Turning and turning in the widening gyre
The falcon cannot hear the falconer;
Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;
Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,
The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere
The ceremony of innocence is drowned;
The best lack all conviction, while the worst
Are full of passionate intensity.

”

Surely some revelation is at hand;
Surely the Second Coming is at hand.
The Second Coming! Hardly are those words out
When a vast image out of Spiritus Mundi
Troubles my sight: somewhere in sands of the desert
A shape with lion body and the head of a man,
A gaze blank and pitiless as the sun,
Is moving its slow thighs, while all about it
Reel shadows of the indignant desert birds.
The darkness drops again; but now I know
That twenty centuries of stony sleep
Were vexed to nightmare by a rocking cradle,
And what rough beast, its hour come round at last,
Slouches towards Bethlehem to be born?

Things Fall Apart: Overview
●

First and most famous novel by Chinua Achebe, published in 1958

●

Takes place in the 1890s in a ﬁctional Igbo community (Umuoﬁa)

●

Story of Okonkwo, a wrestling champion
○

Struggles with masculinity and shame about his late father

●

These struggles lead to tragedy, and he kills the son of a fellow clansman

●

He is sent into exile for 7 years

Things Fall Apart: Overview (continued)
●

When Okonkwo returns, white Christian
missionaries have come to Umuoﬁa to convert
others to their religion. Okonkwo’s son, Nwoye,
joins them

●

Okonkwo opposes the changes brought by British
colonial presence, and as tensions rise, he eventually
beheads a white man

●

Okonkwo commits suicide to avoid punishment by
the British, dying in disgrace

●

Adapted into a ﬁlm in 1971 (poster shown at right)

The Writer
●

Born in 1930 Igbo town in Nigeria.

●

Parents converted to Christianity before his birth

●

Quickly became critical of the depiction of Africa

●

Inﬂuence from colonial and Igbo traditional culture

Why write Things Fall Apart?
●

To portray traditional Igbo culture from a insider perspective
○

●

About colonialism from the colonized point of view

How colonialism instigated tensions between tradition & change

The Signiﬁcance of Names
The Writer: From Albert to Chinua
●
●

Achebe’s parents originally named him “Albert”
Later in life, Achebe changed his name to “Chinua”
○

Reclamation of Igbo culture and identity

Parallels to Larger Igbo Culture
●

British changed spelling of “Igbo” to “Ibo”; could not pronounce “gb” phoneme
○

●

Known as “Anglicization”

The Igbo people today use the spelling “Igbo”
○

Reclamation of identity, similar to Achebe’s personal struggle

British Colonialism in Nigeria
●

1807 began the “prohibition of slave trade”

●

1861 annexation of Lagos Colony

●

1884 the Oil River Protectorate was created

●

1885 Britain's dominance of region acknowledged at Berlin Conference

●

1900s colonialism and Christianity expanded in the territory
with the Southern & Northern Nigeria Protectorates passed

●

1960 Nigeria gained independence

Why Colonize?
Colonize: to establish or take control of a place and/or people (often by military force)
●

Land
○

●

Resources
○

●

Annexation of land mass – obvious colonialism
“Ibo” palm oil, palm kernel, tin, cotton, cocoa, groundnuts

Mind/Culture
○

Spread of Christianity - missionaries

○

Converts mainly by choice, some by force
■

○

98% of Igboland is Christian today

Culture based in religion

Who is Okonkwo?
● Renowned wrestler and community
leader
● Has three wives and many children,
is abusive to family
● Ashamed of his father, Unoka, and emulates the
● Equates his worth with
opposite of his traits:
hypermasculinity
○ Musician → athlete
● Opposes the wave of British
○ Physically weak → strong warrior
colonialism in Umuoﬁa
○
○

In severe debt → ﬁnancially successful
Generally negative reputation → honored by
community (at ﬁrst)

Okonkwo
-

Okonkwo has positive self regard
Self worth comes from traditional standards
(cultural tradition)
Fear of losing societal status and manly nature

In Colonialism
●

Resisting vs. Embracing
○

●

How best to adapt to the reality of change?

Change vs. Tradition
○

Social status increased or decreased
■

Supporting or destroying self

But is Okonkwo a hero?

Cultural Portraits of Heroism: USA, Greece, India
●

A University of Richmond study
found that deﬁnitions of heroism
varied in USA, Greece, and India
(shown right)
○ USA: political, celebrity,
military
○ Greece: strength, mythology
○ India: celebrity, spiritual
○ All three countries emphasize
self-sacriﬁce, strength of
character, martyrdom, values,
etc.

Cultural Portraits of Heroism: British and American Colonialism
● “The White Man’s Burden” (1899) by Rudyard
Kipling
○

Promotes American imperialism in order to “civilize”
non-white people (in this context, the people of the
Phillippines)

● The “Empire Hero”
○
○
○

Trope in British literature in late 1800s/early 1900s
Respected Englishmen venture to outskirts of the
empire to protect from “malevolent forces”
Notable authors: Kipling, H. Rider Haggard

Cultural Portraits of Heroism: Igbo
●

●
●
●
●

Term for hero is di: lit. master, husband, controller
○ Preﬁx in words like dike (master of strength)
and dimgba (master of wrestling)
Inherently tied to masculinity?
Asset to community
Respect for social norms and gods
Inversely, “charlatanism”: containing the charisma of
a hero, but with selﬁsh motives and thirst for power

Map of Igboland in Nigeria

Okonkwo and Heroism
“Heroic” Trait*

Origin

Fulﬁlled by Okonkwo?

Physical strength

Multiple

Yes

Charisma

Multiple

Yes

Selﬂessness

Multiple

?

Strong morals/values

Multiple

?

Respect for social norms

Igbo

Yes

Master of household

Igbo

Yes

Imperialism/proselytization

Colonialist US/UK

No

Defying gods/authority

Greek

Yes

Honoring gods/authority

Igbo

No

*Not necessarily heroic, but viewed as heroic by one aforementioned group.

Conclusions
● Colonialism acting on an imperfect community → destabilization
○ Conform to survive?

● In trying situations, both heroes and charlatans will arise
● Okonkwo’s individual quest for paradise is heroic—depending on
who you ask.

Okonkwo’s an Idiot! (And so are we)
Idiot:
● A person of low intelligence, a stupid person

● A private person
● Living within their own life, only
consumed by themself

Tragic hero

Okonkwo and Anakin Skywalker: tragic heroes?

Things Fall Apart and Its Connections to Other Course Literature
●

Heroes and Charlatans Born from Times of Trouble
○

Paradise Lost (1667) and Paradise Regained (1671) by John Milton
■

○

The Plague (1947) by Albert Camus
The plague brings out heroism in characters like Dr. Rieux, who try to
save others; meanwhile, it brings out the evil in charlatans who wish to
exploit the grave situation
■ “There is more to admire in men than to despise” (Camus)
The Quest of the Holy Grail
■ Galahad exempliﬁes true heroism through selﬂessness and devotion to
God; ﬁnds paradise not only through the Holy Grail, but through
self-actualization
■ Okonkwo attempts to ﬁnd paradise through his own identity and
through validation from his community, but fails where Galahad
succeeds
■

○

Satan is the charlatan who exploits humankind’s free will; Jesus is the
hero who redeems humankind

Things Fall Apart and Its Connections to Other Course Literature (continued)
● Destabilization of Imperfect Communities
○

The Plague

Oran initially unremarkable but ﬂawed, descends into
dystopia when the plague hits
Paradise (1998) by Toni Morrison
■ The town of Ruby is a “paradise” predicated on exclusion,
while the Convent is the opposite, an inclusive women’s
community where all races coexist
■ The Convent falls apart due to Ruby’s sexism and hatred,
much like how Umuoﬁa falls apart due to British
colonization
■

○

Final Analysis
Things Fall Apart by Chinua Achebe serves not only as a window into what life in colonized
Nigeria looked like, but also as a window into the past, present, and future of humankind.
Whether the external force that troubles humankind at any moment is man-made or natural,
colonialism or a plague, there are certain patterns bound to occur. Some will resist the inevitable
changes, like Okonkwo, while some will adapt to a new reality in order to survive. But each of
these choices comes with its own challenges and dangers. During the COVID-19 pandemic,
society has seen both types of people; those who resist masks and vaccines, those who have
seldom left their houses since March 2020, and everyone that falls in between. It is important to
recognize the motives of every individual in order to understand the issues at hand. Just as
Okonkwo is shaped by the fear of his father and pursuit of masculinity when he faces British
colonial presence, people’s backgrounds and prior experiences shape how they handle the
pandemic today. And while no individual makes perfect choices in trying times, examining their
mistakes can be just as vital in the advancement of society.

Post-Presentation Discussion Questions
●

Is it possible to be both a hero and a villain?

●

How do Western notions of heroism aﬀect one’s view of Igbo heroism as a whole?

●

What is the signiﬁcance of Yeats’ poem in relation to colonialism and Okonkwo?

●

When do Okonkwo’s radical views become a reactionary response?

●

Is the story of Umuoﬁa really an example of “paradise lost”?
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